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I. ArtNouveau, Art Deco and Post-
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My interest in the design of furniture has always
been driven bymy appetite for history. History, not just in
the study of a specific period or style, but in the broader
sense of time and events and how they proceed and follow
each other. The cyclical nature of history, with its
tendency to repeat and how events and periods lay
foundations to be built upon or frustrations that
precipitate the tearing down of those foundations, has
always fascinated me.
Throughout history changes have occurred in art and
architecture as reactions to or affirmations of prevailing
directions of the time. Romanticism, Realism,
Impressionism, Post-Impressionism, Historicism, Art
Nouveau, Art Deco, Bauhaus, Modernism and Post-
Modernism are just a few names tomovements or periods in
mankind's attempt to trace the metamorphosis of art and
architecture. At this juncture I must explain that as a
designer of furniture, art and architecture are inseparable.
The periods most interesting to me, Art Nouveau, Art Deco
and Post-Modernism are all movements of art and of
architecture.
A reactionary movement in furniture design has been
occurring for a number of years now. As before in history,
the desire for an individual aesthetic versus the mass
produced, is a driving force. Designers and artisans have
rejected the mundaneness and poor quality of the
industrial period since World War II and have sought out
an individual or hand made aesthetic. Architecture is in
a reacting mode also, firstly to the suburban sprawl and
the tract house, secondly to the larger scope ofModernism,
with its roots based in Bauhaus and its glass block
building. Interestingly however, is that the driving force
today has evolved to the point where ornament is being
pursued, just as it was for Art Nouveau and Art Deco
periods. Since the present pursuit of ornament has not been
borne out by history, terminology to describe and
categorize it, is subjective. I have chosen to follow Robert
Jensen and Patricia Conway in naming this force
Ornamentalism. Jensen and Conway tell us ... "that the
urge to decorate, to elaborate, to seek a kind of visual
delight, is the central impulse behind most of the
architecture and design work having claim to our
attention today, and that the presence of this impulse is
what unifies art, architecture and design this moment.
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We do not live in a vacuum, and I am no exception,
the pursuit of the decorative is very much influencingmy
work and the work of many others in the world of art and
architecture. This evolution in my work, as I believe
things are many times, was unconscious at first. My early
designs focused on my desire for craftsmanship and purity
of form, my own yearning for the hand-made aesthetic. A
fascination for ornament grew as my skill and confidence
did. This led to a study of the Art Nouveau and Art Deco
periods for inspiration, all the while gradually realizing
that the growing Post-Modern movement was comparable
in its pursuit of ornament.
I. ART NOUVEAU, ART DECO and POST
MODERNISM: REVIVALS OF THE
PURSUIT OF ORNAMENT.
The Art Nouveau period flourished between the
years 1895 and 1902. It was mainly a decorative
movement of the crafts and of architecture. To
understand themovement and its origins, one must look to
the preceding decades. "For at the beginning of the
nineteenth century there was a noticeable lack of
imaginative innovation among designers.
"2 This was
especially true of the French who were dominating
furniture design. French Designers were endlessly re
introducing variations of previous styles such as Louis
XIV, XV and XVI. Globally, design was much the same,
an eclectic look, rehashing previous styles. Art Nouveau
was a reaction to this "Historicism", or use of historical
motifs and styles in design. Art Nouveau designers were
searching for a new and unified approach to design, art
and architecture. Art critic Francais Jourdain wrote in
1899, "It is a time when the architect walks hand in
hand with the artist, sculptor, engraver, musiciali, man
of letters and the decorator. All have an identical
vision, a common aesthetic goal, and a single ideal in
which without forfeiting any of their own personalities,
they can create a harmony ... so subtle, indefinable and
vague, and yet so clear that it can be called a style
Although this description is quite idealistic, it portrays
the strong unified look desired as a foundation of this
style. Another foundation of Art Nouveau was its
reaction to the burgeoning industrial revolution; its less
than ideal effects spawned a desire for quality and
craftsmanship. The writings of Ruskin and Morris and
the Arts and Crafts movement helped seed the quality
aesthetic in Art Nouveau.
It is ironic that the drive for unification of design
helped to undermine the movement eventually. The Art
Nouveau designers primarily turned to nature as the sole
source for inspiration. Although practiced slightly
differently between some countries on the continent, the
use of asymmetry, the flowing curved line, the flower
and vine and numerous insect motifs were used
extensively. Design in its ardor to reproduce nature lost
sight of function and the decorative overwhelmed
craftsmanship. The style became too extravagant and in
faltering economic times, too expensive.
"Art Nouveau was essentially an artificial and
imposed style, valuable in that it had broken the long
domination of Historicism, but at the same time capable
of little more development beyond an extravagant
fantasy."^ This criticism is too harsh, true maybe of the
worst excesses of the style. The works of some, however,
such as Victor Horta and Louis Majorelle are
masterpieces, plus the concept of design unity is valid
yet today.
The name Art Deco has been erroneously used to
describe almost anything, from junk to architecture,
made between 1920 and 1930. The term Art Deco ... "was
originally known as Art Modern; the name is a
shortening of the title of the first international display
of objects in the style The Exposition Internationale
des Arts Decoratifs et Industiels Modernes held in
Paris 1925."5 It was only in the 1920's that the style
reached maturity. Many Art Deco works, and some of
the best, go back to the years precedingWorldWar I and
to the year 1905. The movement itself was basically
French and did not, until late in its tenure, travel
further.
Art Deco can be divided loosely into two
categories: traditionalists and modernists. The
traditionalists reacted to the Art Nouveau lack of
functionalism and it's excessive superfluous
ornamentation. These designers returned to the
functionalism in form of previous decades, but retained
the drive for ornament, however much more refined.
"Decoration, it was reasoned, must be contained within
the pieces fundamental shape. "6 From this credo, the
growth of two dimensional forms of ornament such as
marquetry, inlays, lacquers and exotic veneers and
materials flourished. This pursuit drove designers
towards more and more expensive materials and
processes, in turn away from the middle class, let alone
the commonman.
The modernist faction within the Art Deco
designers and architects rebelled against the elitist
evolution of the traditionalists. They sought excellent
design for everyone and ascribed to the motion that the
tenets ofmass production and quality were not exclusive.
New materials such as glass and metal entered the
designers palate along with color and geometric shapes.
"By 1925 two other influences can be observed, those of
Cubism and Negro art ... after the war, the graceful
feminity of much Art Deco ornament became tempered
with the more angular forms inspired by Cubist
painting. "7 Eventually the modernists dominated the
Art Deco style and along with the rise of Bauhaus forged
the ascent ofModernism as we know it today.
Post-Modernism is the term used to describe an
architectural movement which appeared in the mid-
1960's at first through the work of Robert Venturi and
the work of Charles Moore. Today it is a driving force
not only in architecture, but in interior design and
industrial design as well. As stated before, this is a
movement not yet borne out by time and to many of its
practitioners, not Post or Un-Modern at all. It is
however, a rejection of the Modernist notion of purity of
form, and a definite revival of ornament. In the words of
Robert Venturi, "less is a
bore."
"At the heart of the
Ornamental Movement is an awakening of the
long-
suppressed decorative impulse and a desire to reassert
the legitimate pleasures that flow from that
impulse." 8
Although the essence of ornament is the notion of the
lack of function, one of the emerging tenets of
Post-
Modernism (Ornamentalism) is that ornament can
satisfy the need for identification. "Art, ornament and
symbolism have been essential to architecture, because it
heightens the meaning, makes it clearer and gives it
more resonance."9 Thus, ornament can identify an entry,
a roof line, a surface or lend scale to a piece making it
approachable. A failure of the Modernist movement has
been to communicate with the end user, the glass block
building does not describe its function, let alone indicate
an entry.
Some work today is more abstract and related to
the Cubists. Michael Graves has work that is
fragmented, not according to a common logic, but a
pictorial, collage like approach. Others, such as Robert
Stern, use a classical approach and borrow historical
motifs, using them in a symbolic manner. The
Post-
Modern or Ornamental movement is still evolving, being
defined and achieving credibility, but none the less a
viable influence in art and architecture today.
ORNAMENTALISM: MY INTERPRETATION
My desire when creating, is to design a functionally
correct, yet a pleasing decorative object. Early in my
work as a graduate student, my furniture designs
reflected a desire for the decorative. Whether it was a
maple cabinet directly reminiscent of Art Nouveau with
flowing, fluidly carved members not just as applicae, but
as structural pieces. The fluid detailing was carried over
to the inside as well, creating an Art Nouveau notion of
total unity. Other work was purely Art Deco inspired. A
wardrobe of a modernist feel, purely architecturally
volumetric, with geometric motifs, two and three
dimensionally applied to the surface.
Firmly rooted in my design process, the pursuit of
ornament focused now on Art Deco and the emerging
Post-
Modernist style for inspiration in my thesis work. Ofmy
thesis work, the black lacquered cabinet with mother of
pearl and silver inlay was most directly inspired by the
work of one person. The traditionalist Jean Dunand
having first been a sculptor working in bronze, stone and
plaster made the transition to lacquer and furniture. In
10

1912 Dunand became associated with the Japanese
master, Sougawara, with whom Eileen Gray had worked
since 1907. Dunands refusal to use any other technique
other than traditional Eastern methods inspired my
research into
"Japaning."
Originating in China, the
lacquer is a non-resinous sap derived from the
Rhus-
verniciflua tree, genuous of poison ivy, oak and sumac.
Interesting was the fact that the use of lacquer was based
on the desire for the decorative element, "it would seem
that the use of lacquer on basketry began in earnest in the
Eastern Han period, not so much for its functional purpose
of rendering basketry impervious to water, but for the
sake of decorating the surface with lacquer
painting."1 0
Lacquered Japanese pieces can be traced back to the
Joman period, however the introduction ofBuddism from
China around 552AD, facilitated its technical perfection
and permeation throughout the culture. The Japanese
ability to perfect the technique has allowed it to be
referred to as
"Japaning."
The lacquer piece created as a commission could not
follow the laborious and toxic traditional methods.
Nitro-cellulose lacquers v/ere used in conjunction with
1 1

the traditional mother-of-pearl and silver inlay. I
designed an oriental leaf and grass shoot pattern, which
flowed upward from the bottom left across the doors.
This helped lighten the appearance of this table top
cabinet. The externally attached rosewood legs, which
shed mass as they rose, also lightened the heavy
appearance of the deep black lacquer. Internally thore
are two small rosewood drawers facilitating the function
of storing small curios acquired on trips to the orient.
Th.^
least successful element is the sand blasted glass shelf,
which totally lacks the refinement oi the cabinet as a
whole. The work ic successful, however too much of a
research influenced piece to reflect my personal
direction.
The lounge piece follows the more volumetric,
angular forms ofmodernist Art Deco artisans. Howeyer,
the richness ofmaterials and the use of color, inspired by
the traditionalists, prompted the use of rosewood
veneer, birds-eye maple and a rich burgundy upholstery
fabric. The birds eye mapls edging or welting helps
define the parameters cf the lounge and accents the




rail however distracts the eye, allowing too much
emphasis to be accorded an insignificant aspect of the
lounge. The shear volume of the piece is overwhelming,
also detracting from its success. Dimensionally it is not
unlike some Art Deco pieces, so I must conclude those
pieces suffered as well. The search in this piece to
garner the feel for the angular, volumetric aspects of Art
Deco is realized, as also the feel of richnpss expressed
through material. It falls short though, as a truly
personal expression ofOrnamental design
The hall table of bleached maple and tinted birds
eye maple is my most successful piece. It is a personal
expression and not a
'period'
piece. Its angularity and
geometric shapes are reminiscent of Art Deco. A
decorative feel and rich color is achieved by the tinting
of the curly maple details and the inverted keystone a
rose hue and then clear coated with lacquer. The rose
tinted dentals around the table feet and raised vertical
detailing is purely decorative in a Post-Modern
re-
interpretation. The layered, inverted keystones
designating the juncture of base and horizontal table





the past. The desire for ornamentation, visual intrigue
and not just a replication of history is portrayed here.
This table is a personal expression of my pursuit of
Ornamentalism. It is a reaction to the mass produced
aesthetic, yet it is both functionally and decoratively
explicit without losing integrity.
My thesis work represents a pursuit of a personal
aesthetic, an on going and evolving process. A love of
history and a belief that the present is an everchanging
reflection of historical influences and current events will
probably always guide my pursuit of design.
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FOOTNOTES
1Patricia Conway and Robert Jensen. Ornamentalism.
Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., New York, 1982, p. xiii.
2Alastair Duncan. Art Nouveau Furniture. Clarkson N.
Potter, Inc., New York, 1982, p. 9.
3Alastair Duncan. Art Nouveau Furniture. Clarkson N.
Potter, Inc., New York, 1982, p. 11.
4Martin Battersby. The Decorative Twenties. Walker
and Company, New York, 1969, p. xiv.
5KatherineMorrison McClinton. Art Deco - A Guide For
Collectors. Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., New York,
1975, p. 6.
6Alastair Duncan. Art Deco Furniture. Hold, Rinehart
andWinston, New York, 1984, p. 9.
^Martin Battersby. The Decorative Twenties. Walker
and Company, New York, 1969, p. 8.
^Patricia Conway and Robert Jensen. Ornamentalism.
Clarkson N. Potter, Inc., New York, 1982, p. 2.
^Charles A. Jencks. The Language of Post-Modern
Architecture. Rizzoli, New York, 1977, p. 7.
lOBarbara Teri Okada. A Sprinkling of Gold: The
Lacquer Box Collection of Elaine Chen Kranz.
NewarkMuseum, Newark, 1983, p. 22.
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